Death Was Not in the Plan
Or

The “Good” of Creation
By Jacques Doukhan

T

he question of the origin of death is interpreted diﬀerently depending on whether
one holds to the “scientific” theory of evolution or to the biblical story of creation. While
evolution teaches that death is a natural and necessary process in the hard struggle for life, the
Bible tells us on the contrary that death was not
a part of the original plan. To support this point,
the biblical stories of creation insist that the Divine work of creation is at each stage of its progress unambiguously characterized as tov “good”
(Genesis 1:4, 10, 18, 21, 25) and at the end of the
last step as tov me’od “very good” (Genesis 1:31).

Unlike the Egyptian stories of creation, which
emphasize that God created only for His own
good and for His own pleasure and that His
progeny was only accidental, the Bible insists that
the work of creation was deliberately intended
for the benefit of that creation and essentially
designed for the “good” of humans (Psalm 8). Indeed, the two parallel texts of creation in Genesis
1 and 2 teach that perfect peace reigned initially.
In both texts, humanity’s relationship to nature
is described in the positive terms of ruling and

responsibility. In Genesis 1:26, 28, the verb rdh
(to have dominion), which is used to express the
human relationship to animals, is a term which
belongs to the language of the suzerain-vassal
covenant and of royal dominion without any connotation of abuse or cruelty. In the parallel text
of Genesis 2, humanity’s relationship to nature is
also described in the positive terms of covenant.
The man gives names to the animals and thereby
not only indicates the establishment of a covenant between him and them, but also declares his
lordship over them. That death and suﬀering are
not part of this relationship is clearly suggested
in Genesis 1 by the fact that this dominion is immediately associated with the food which is designated to both humanity and animal—it is just
the product of plants (Genesis 1:28-30). In Genesis 2 the same harmony is pictured in the fact
that animals are designed to provide companionship for human beings (Genesis 2:18).
Humanity’s relationship to God has not suﬀered,
at this point in the story, from any disturbance.
The perfection of this relationship is indicated in
Genesis 1 by mentioning that man was created
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“in the image of God” (Genesis 1:26-27), and in
Genesis 2 by mentioning that God was personally involved in creating man and breathed into
him a breath of life (Genesis 2:7). Likewise, the
relationship between man and woman is blameless. The perfection of the conjugal unity is indicated by mentioning in Genesis 1 that they were
created “male and female” (Genesis 1:27), and in
Genesis 2 through Adam’s statement about his
wife being “ﬂesh of my ﬂesh, bones of my bones”
(Genesis 2:23). The whole creation is described
as perfect. Unlike the ancient Egyptian tradition
of origins, which implies the presence of evil already at the stage of creation, the Bible makes no
room for evil in the original creation.
Significantly, at the end of the work, the very
idea of perfection is expressed through the word
wayyekal (Genesis 2:1-2), qualifying the whole
creation. This Hebrew word, which is generally translated “finished” (NKJV) or “completed”
(NIV), conveys more than the mere chronological idea of end. It also implies the quantitative
idea that nothing is missing and there is nothing
to add, again confirming that death and all evil
was totally absent in the picture.
On the other hand, the biblical text does not allow for the speculation of a pre-creation in which
death and destruction would have been involved.
It clearly indicates that the “heavens and earth”
which are mentioned in Genesis 2:4a at the conclusion of the creation story, are the same as in
Genesis 1:1, the introduction of the creation story. The echoes between the two framing phrases
are significant.
Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.”
Genesis 2:4: “This is the history of the heavens
and earth when they were created.”
The fact that the same verb bara’ (created) is used
to designate the act of creation and the same object (heavens and earth) is referred to suggests that
the conclusion points to the same act of creation
as the introduction. The event of creation found
in Genesis 1:1-2:4a is then told as a complete
event which does not complement a pre-work in

a far past (gap theory) nor is to be complemented
in a post-work of the future (evolution).
Thus the biblical view of death is essentially
diﬀerent from the one proposed by evolution.
While belief in evolution implies that death is
inextricably intertwined with life and therefore
has to be accepted and eventually managed, the
biblical teaching of creation implies that death
is an absurd accident to be feared and rejected.
Evolution teaches an intellectual submission. The
Bible utters an existential shout of revolt and sigh
of yearning ( Job 10:18-22; 31:35-36; Romans
8:22). For the biblical authors, death is a contradiction to the Creator God who is pure life. Holiness, which is the fullness of life, is incompatible
with death. Any person who had been in contact
with death would become unclean for seven days
and for that period of time be cut oﬀ from the
sanctuary and the people of Israel (Numbers
19:11-13). Priests who were consecrated to God
were even forbidden to come near a dead person;
they were prohibited from entering a graveyard
or attending a funeral, except for a close relative
(Numbers 21:1-2; Ezekiel 44:25).
No wonder then that the biblical prophets have
understood hope only as a deliverance from this
world, and salvation as a total recreation of a new
order where human beings and nature will be reconciled again and death will be no more (Isaiah
11:6-9; 65:17; 66:22; Revelation 21:1-4). As Irving Greenberg points out: “In the end, therefore,
death must be overcome, ‘God will destroy death
for ever. My Lord will wipe the tears away from
every face’ (Isaiah 25:8). In fact, since God is all
good and all life, ideally there should have been no
death in God’s creation in the first place.”* This
hope of the future redemption of humankind in a
world without death confirms that death was not
a part of God’s original plan. Death had indeed
nothing to do with life.
Irving Greenberg, The Jewish Way (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1988), 183.
*
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